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LochteGate 

Ryan Lochte’s career establishes him as one of America’s greatest swimmers. He was a two-
time NCAA Swimmer of the Year, a 24-time NCAA All-American, and a 7-time NCAA champion. 
He won twelve Olympic swimming medals, including the second most individual swimming 
medals of all time in Men’s swimming. At the Summer Olympics in 2016 in Rio de Janeiro, 
Brazil, Lochte won his final gold medal as a member of the USA Men’s 4 x 200-meter relay 
team.  

The USA team dominated the medal count in Rio. At the conclusion of the competition, Lochte 
left the Olympic village to celebrate with three other USA swimmers, including one who was 
not yet 21 and therefore was forbidden to leave the village.  

During the course of their celebration, the four became intoxicated or otherwise impaired, 
which led to a very unfortunate situation. As reported by The New York Times: 

They asked the taxi driver who was returning them to the athletes’ village from a party 
to pull over at a gas station. 

What happened next remains murky but involved public urination, vandalism and 
money changing hands between the swimmers and security guards brandishing 
weapons. 

In Lochte’s original account, which he gave in a television interview with NBC the next 
morning, he said the taxi had been stopped by armed men he believed were police 
officers, one of whom held a gun against his head before taking cash from his wallet. 

His story encapsulated the fears of Olympic visitors and the insecurities of a host city 
struggling with high crime and gun battles between drug gangs and the police. 

After the Brazilian authorities opened their own investigation, Lochte altered his story 
and acknowledged that he had “overexaggerated,” but not before the events had 
overshadowed the accomplishments of American athletes during the second week of 
the Games. 

The fall-out from Lochte’s “overexaggeration,” which he made in an interview with Matt Lauer 
on NBC television, was significant: 

• Much of the Brazilian population was 

outraged by an apparently false charge of 

crime and police corruption. 

• Much anger was expressed at the athletes’ 

apparent display of privilege and disdain for 

Brazil. 

• U.S. Olympic officials issued several 

apologies for the four athletes’ behavior. 
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• Lochte himself issued multiple apologies, including this one: 

• “I wanted to apologize for my behavior last weekend—for not being more careful and candid in 

how I described the events of that early morning and for my role in taking the focus away from 

the many athletes fulfilling their dreams of participating in the Olympics.” 

• Lochte was charged with providing a false claim of a robbery. The charge was later dismissed on 

grounds that his actions didn’t rise to the level of filing a false crime report. 

• Lochte was accused of being a liar in many news media reports. 

• Lochte lost all four of his major sponsors. 

• Lochte was suspended by the US Olympic Committee and USA Swimming for four months. 

• Lochte was required to complete 20 hours of community service. 

• The situation became known as “LochteGate.” 

In a later interview, when asked why he had “overexaggerated” what happened, Lochte 
responded: “I think it’s still hours after the incident and I’m not one to make excuses but I was 
still intoxicated. I was still going through the emotions of having a gun pulled on me. I’m human 
– I made a mistake and that’s something I’m going to have to live with.” 

 
Discussion Questions: 
 

1. It is possible that although Lochte’s “overexaggeration” occurred several hours after the 

incident, intoxication might have played a role in the misstatement. Do you think that 

loss aversion also played a role?  If so, please explain how and why. 

2. Have you ever been tempted to lie in order to cover up a mistake (moral or otherwise) 

that you have made? Do you understand how Lochte might have felt? Explain. 

3. In their book on scandals in college sports, Harper and Donnor wrote:  

“People in most professions, not just college sports, would go to great lengths to save 

their jobs. However, it is plausible that the higher a person’s salary is, the more 

desperate and determined she or he is to retain that high paying job. …The loss of a 

million-dollar job surely requires significant lifestyle changes—who wouldn’t protect 

that?”  

Ryan Lochte had several million dollars of endorsement deals with Speedo, Ralph Lauren 

and other sponsors. Is it possible that he might have “overexaggerated” to avoid losing 

those revenue streams? Explain your reasoning. 

4. It appears that outrage was directed at Lochte primarily because of his apparent lie 

rather than because of his admittedly drunken behavior. Is this evidence supporting the 

common viewpoint that “the cover-up is worse than the crime”? Why or why not? 
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5. Professor William Earnest has written that “[t]he number one reason people lie, still, is 

to avoid punishment and embarrassment.” Is this statement consistent with your 

experience? If so, how? 

6. Jose Canseco, a famous baseball player who eventually admitted to using steroids to 

“bulk up” in violation of Major League Baseball’s guidelines wrote:  

“Why do athletes choose to expose themselves to the risks and uncertainties [of steroid 

use]? I wish the answer was simple. In most cases the answer is surprisingly not for the 

fame and the money. While some may take them hoping to get an advantage, the plain 

answer is that most do it just to survive in their sport….They are not All-Stars and are 

doing it just to stay in the game and pay the bills.”  

In other words, Canseco is saying that most of these athletes cheated not to gain fame 

and fortune, but to avoid losing their jobs. Does this sound like loss aversion to you? 

Explain your reasoning. 

7. How can you best prepare in order to prevent feelings of loss aversion leading you to 

make a crucial moral mistake? Discuss.  

 
Bibliography: 

Jessie S. Cameron & Dale T. Miller, “Ethical Standards in Gain Versus Loss 
Frames,” in Psychological Perspectives on Ethical Behavior and Decision Making (David De 
Cremer, ed. 2009). 

Jose Canseco, Vindicated (2008). 

Karen Crouse, “10-Month Ban for Ryan Lochte after Rio Scandal Is Largely Symbolic,” New York 
Times, Sept. 8, 2016. 

William Earnest, Lying and Deception in Human Interaction (2007). 

Shaun Harper & James Donnor, “Bad Sportsmanship: Why College Sports Are So Scandalous,” in 
Scandals in College Sports (Harper & Donnor, eds. 2017). 

Taylor Kubota, “The Science Behind Why Celebrities Like Ryan Lochte Tell Fibs,” Live Science, 
Aug. 22, 2106, at http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/lochtes-lies-how-science-explains-
fibbers_us_57bb165fe4b00d9c3a18bc8a. 

Dave Quinn, “Ryan Lochte Says He’s Not Sure Whether He Was Robbed, Extorted, or Fined 
during Rio Gunpoint Holdup,” yahoo!entertainment, Aug. 30, 2016, at 
https://www.yahoo.com/entertainment/ryan-lochte-says-hes-not-140013536.html.  

Katie Rogers, “Ryan Lochte Dropped by Speedo USA and Other Retailers,” New York Times, Aug. 
22, 2016. 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/lochtes-lies-how-science-explains-fibbers_us_57bb165fe4b00d9c3a18bc8a
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/lochtes-lies-how-science-explains-fibbers_us_57bb165fe4b00d9c3a18bc8a
https://www.yahoo.com/entertainment/ryan-lochte-says-hes-not-140013536.html


 

Case Study – LochteGate - Page 4 of 4 
 

Simon Romero, “U.S. Swimmers’ Disputed Robbery Claim Fuels Tension in Brazil,” New York 
Times, Aug. 18, 2016.  

Michael Shermer, The Moral Arc: How Science and Reason Lead Humanity Toward Truth, 
Justice, and Freedom (2015). 

Shannon Sims, “The Case for Ryan Lochte,” Forbes, Aug. 18, 2016, at 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/shannonsims/2016/08/18/the-case-for-ryan-lochte/?sh=6013fa8b4a2e.   

WGN Television, “Lochte Apologizes for Lying about Rio Incident: ‘I’m so Sorry,” WGN Chicago, 
Aug. 19, 2016, at https://wgntv.com/news/rio-2016/ryan-lochte-posts-apology-on-instagram-i-

am-so-sorry/.  

Edward O. Wilson, The Social Conquest of Earth (2012). 

Eyal Zamir, Law’s Loss Aversion, in The Oxford Handbook of Behavioral Economics and the 
Law (Eyal Zamir & Doron Teichman, eds. 2014). 

 

Author: 

Robert Prentice, J.D. 

Department of Business, Government and Society 

McCombs School of Business 

The University of Texas at Austin 

 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/shannonsims/2016/08/18/the-case-for-ryan-lochte/?sh=6013fa8b4a2e
https://wgntv.com/news/rio-2016/ryan-lochte-posts-apology-on-instagram-i-am-so-sorry/
https://wgntv.com/news/rio-2016/ryan-lochte-posts-apology-on-instagram-i-am-so-sorry/

